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ABSTRACT 

This. report contains early results of a study by the General 
Accounting Office (GAO) of the current status of distance education. Much of 
the data for the study comes from the National Post secondary Student Aid 
Study, and education database covering more than 19 million postsecondary 
students. Findings show that overall, about 1.5 million of 19 million 
post secondary students took at least 1 distance education course in the 1999- 
2000 school year. These 1.5 million students differ from other post secondary 
student in a number of ways. Compared to other students, they tend to be 
older and are more likely to be employed full time and attending school part 
time. They .also have higher incomes and are more likely to be married. Most 
students take distance education courses at public institutions, with more 
taking courses from two-year schools than from four-year schools. The 
Internet is the most common mode of delivery for providing distance 
education. Many students who take distance education courses participate in 
federal student aid programs. About one-third of undergraduates and graduate 
students who take all their coiirsework through distance education receive 
Title IV financial aid. As distance education continues to grow, several 
aspects of federal laws, rules, and regulations may need to be changed. In 
general, students at Minority Serving Institutions use distance education 
less extensively than students at other schools. Findings also show that 
accrediting agencies play an important, role in reviewing distance education 
programs. Work to be completed by the GAP will examine in more detail whether 
additional actions are needed to enhance access to higher education while 
maintaining the integrity of the federal student aid programs. (SLD) 
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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee: 

I appreciate the opportunity to testify on issues related to distance 
education 1 and implications for the federal government’s student financial 
aid programs. Increasingly, the issues of distance education and federal 
student aid intersect. About 1 in every 13 postsecondaiy students enrolls 
in at least one distance education course, and the Department of 
Education (Education) estimates that the number of students involved in 
distance education has tripled in just 4 years. As the largest provider of 
financial aid to postsecondaiy students, the federal government has a 
considerable interest in distance education. 

Mr. Chairman, as you know, your Committee and the Ranking Member and 
two members of the House Committee on Education and the Workforce, 
asked us to assess the current status of distance education. We will issue 
our final report in September 2003. Today, I will discuss the early results 
of our work. My testimony will provide information on (1) the 
demographic characteristics of distance education students and the 
institutional characteristics of postsecondary schools that offer distance 
education; (2) federal student financial aid issues related to distance 
education; (3) the use of distance education at Minority Serving 
Institutions; 2 and (4) the role of accrediting agencies in reviewing distance 
education programs. A m^jor part of my testimony today is based on our 
analysis of data from the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study 



‘The Higher Education Act defines distance education as an educational process where the 
student is separated in time or place from the instructor. 

2 We are examining three types of Minority Serving Institutions: Hispanic Serving 
Institutions, Historically Black Colleges and Universities, and Tribal Colleges. Hispanic 
Serving Institutions are defined as having at least 25 percent of its full-time equivalent 
students Hispanic, of which no less than 50 percent are low-income individuals. 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities are defined as, among other things, any 
historically Black college or university that was established prior to 1964 and whose 
principal mission was, and is, the education of Black Americans. A tribally controlled 
college or university is an institution which is formally controlled, or has been formally 
sanctioned, or chartered, by the governing body of an Indian tribe or tribes. 
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(NPSAS), 3 an Education database covering more than 19 million 
postsecondary students. We did our work from April through September 
2002 in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards. 

A decade ago, when distance education was largely the province of 
correspondence schools, concerns about fraud and abuse by some schools 
led the federal government to place restrictions on, among other things, 
the percentage of courses an institution could provide by distance 
education and still qualify to participate in the federal aid programs 
authorized under Title IV of the Higher Education Act (HEA). Now, 
however, with distance education growing rapidly and becoming more a 
part of mainstream higher education through courses taught by Internet or 
videoconferencing, the Congress is reexamining these and other distance 
education rules to determine if changes are warranted. The Congress has 
also expressed an interest in knowing how Minority Serving Institutions 
are using distance education technology. Minority Serving Institutions 
offer postsecondary opportunities to nearly 2 million students and many of 
these students are first generation college students. 

In summary: 

Overall, about 1.5 million out of 19 million postsecondary students took at 
least one distance education course in the 1999-2000 school year. These 
1.5 million distance education students differ from other postsecondary 
students in a number of respects. Compared to other students, they tend to 
be older and are more likely to be employed full-time and attending school 
part-time. They also have higher incomes and are more likely to be 
married. Most students take distance education courses at public 
institutions, with more taking courses from two-year schools than from 
four-year schools. The Internet is the most common mode of delivery for 
providing distance education. 



3 The NPSAS is conducted approximately every 3-4 years by the National Center for 
Education Statistics in the Department of Education. It is a nationwide survey designed to 
collect demographic information on postsecondary students, as well as information on how 
postsecondary students fund their education. The most recent NPSAS covers students 
attending over 6,000 Title IV eligible institutions during the 1999-2000 school year. NPSAS 
defines distance education as courses delivered off campus using live, interactive television 
or audio; prerecorded television or video; CD-ROM; or a computer-based system such as, 
the Internet, e-mail, or chat rooms. NPSAS does not cover correspondence students. 
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Many students who take distance education courses participate in federal 
student aid programs. About one-third of undergraduates and graduate 
students who take all their coursework through distance education receive 
Title IV financial aid. As distance education continues to grow, several 
major aspects of federal laws, rules, and regulations may need to be 
reexamined. Certain rules may need to be modified if a small, but growing 
number of schools are to remain eligible for student aid. Students 
attending these schools may become ineligible for student aid because 
their distance education programs are growing and may exceed statutory 
and regulatory limits on the amount of distance education an institution 
can offer. Other issues involve how to account for student participation in 
distance education and differences in student aid between some distance 
education students and classroom students. 

In general, students at Minority Serving Institutions use distance education 
less extensively than students at other schools. For example, 
undergraduates at Historically Black Colleges and Universities use 
distance education at a lower rate than students who attend non-Minority 
Serving Institutions. Also, undergraduate Hispanic students attending 
Hispanic Serving Institutions use distance education less often than other 
students at these institutions. 

Accrediting agencies play an important role in reviewing distance 
education programs. They, and Education, are the “gatekeepers” with 
respect to ensuring quality at postsecondary institutions — including those 
that offer distance education programs. The HEA allows accrediting 
agencies to develop their own standards for ensuring the quality of 
education provided by the institutions they accredit. It also gives 
Education the authority to recognize those accrediting agencies it 
considers to be reliable authorities on the quality of education provided by 
the institutions they accredit. Critical issues include how well the 
accrediting agencies and Education are carrying out their responsibilities 
and whether changes are needed in HEA. 

The work that we have yet to complete for our final report will examine in 
more detail whether additional actions are needed to enhance access to 
higher education while maintaining the integrity of the federal student aid 
programs as it relates to distance education. 



Distance education is not a new concept, but in recent years, it has 
assumed markedly new forms and greater prominence. Distance 
education’s older form was the correspondence course — a home study 
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course generally completed by mail. More recently, distance education has 
increasingly been delivered in electronic forms, such as videoconferencing 
and the Internet. Some of these newer forms share more features of 
traditional classroom instruction. For example, students taking a course 
by videoconference generally participate in an actual class in which they 
can interact directly with the instructor. Many postsecondary schools have 
added or expanded electronically-based programs, so that distance 
education is now relatively common across the entire postsecondary 
landscape. We estimate that in the 1999-2000 school year, about 1.5 million 
of the 19 million students involved in postsecondary education took at 
least one electronically transmitted distance education course. Education 
reports that an estimated 84 percent of four-year institutions will offer 
distance education courses in 2002. 

While newer forms of distance education may incorporate more elements 
of traditional classroom education than before, they can still differ from a 
traditional educational experience in many ways. For example, Internet- 
based distance education, in which coursework is provided through 
computer hookup, may substitute a computer screen for face-to-face 
interaction between student and instructor. Chat rooms, bulletin boards, 
and e-mail become common forms of interaction. Support services, such 
as counseling, tutoring, and library services, may also be provided without 
any face-to-face contact. 

As the largest provider of student financial aid to postsecondary students 
(an estimated $52 billion in fiscal year 2002), the federal government has a 
substantial interest in the quality of distance education. Under Title IV of 
the HEA, the federal government provides grants, work-study wages, and 
student loans to millions of students each year. For the most part, students 
taking distance education courses can qualify for this aid in the same way 
as students taking traditional courses. 

Differences between distance education and traditional education pose 
challenges for federal student aid policies and programs. For example, in 
1992, the Congress added requirements to the HEA to deal with problems 
of fraud and abuse at correspondence schools — the primary providers of 
distance education in the early 1990’s. 4 These requirements placed 



4 Title IV of the HEA makes a distinction between students who enroll in correspondence 
courses and those who enroll in telecommunications courses. For example, students 
enrolled in correspondence courses cannot be considered more than half-time students for 
student financial aid purposes, even though they may be taking a full credit load. 
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